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“Imagine This:” Disengendered Fiction Writers
Susan M. Rochette
Abstract:
This article recites in brief  a story the author wrote that caused conversation and reflection on 
behalf  of  herself, her teachers and her students over the years of  her writing as a fictionist and 
fiction writing teacher.  The point of  the article is to both demonstrate by doing and to make 
comment on the issue of  women writing in the masculine voice.
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“Imagine This:” Disengendered Fiction Writers
Susan M. Rochette
You are a thirty-something father of  two who has never left the town you grew up in, and now 
you own the family house and live in it with the next generation of  a family your name is 
part of.  
 You never went to college because there was no family money for something like that 
and your folks made just enough to be above the government’s eligibility line for student loans 
anyway. And then, where you came from, “smarts” equaled hard cash, not grades, praise, 
degrees and fancy ways. So, this far (the late 1970s), things have been okay, there in your town.  
You work hard and don’t have a lot of  time to think and get bothered by things, anyway.
 Today, though, you are worried.  Your kids are reaching an age, you have a nagging 
idea that maybe you haven’t been paying enough attention to them.  It’s late summer and the 
county fair is about to start.  Suddenly you remember yourself  as a scraggly, scrawny, shy, 
awkward boy of  fifteen in the mid 1960s.  You need a father, but yours is very self-absorbed, 
when he is around.  You have an eighteen year old brother with issues of  his own, but since you 
both work the family farm roadside vegetable stand (it’s semi-rural Ohio) together, he’s the one 
you look up to. You’ve been watching him grow up, get more muscle, more power in his voice, 
and hair in places it hasn’t started yet to grow on you.  The two of  you have been sharing secrets 
for years, but you are the one that your mother favors, which puts you in a biblically vulnerable 
position. You try to work that issue out within yourself  by imagining yourself, for almost a 
summer, with the trampy town girl who will want you instead of  your older brother.  
 Since you are struggling with an indelible memory of  a day that brings you up short 
now that you have younger children, to make the memory both reasonably accurate and bearable, 
you comfort yourself  with the thought that this can’t be something special. It must be something 
that could happen to anyone. So, you talk to yourself  as if  you are listening to an ordinary 
conversation. You don’t know the word for it off-hand, but what you do is self-efface. After all, 
something like this could happen to anyone . . . 
Prof  (etic)/ Poetic Interlude
You are a timid, but reflective narrator recalling a frightening memory that is becoming confused 
with a very real present situation. But, who to tell, how to tell, what to tell, especially when all 
you are doing is talking to yourself. Do you confess the way you remember this sore memory as 
something that is your fault, or do you blame it on the other . . .?  Do you muse over it, and all 
the blame, to search for something new about memory, or self ? What matters any of  this?  No 
one is paying any attention at all. Go ahead.  Have at your heart, your mind, your memory, your 
children’s nearly averted future  . . . . .
A Writing Teacher, Musing
Now, let’s say that someone else IS “listening.”  Let’s say that somehow all this garbage has 
been recorded, on pieces of  paper.  With pen and ink or keystrokes and laser printers.  In that 
case, if  you don’t get it “right,” what we have here is not only a failure to communicate, but also 
the beginnings of  a fictional story.  The plot may be a bit thin (is there a plot in this story?), 
characters may need to be drawn out.  Details added, or subtracted.  But it is certain that, from 
a narrative point of  view, from the question not only of  fictional “craft,” but also from that of  
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literary technique, we--the readers and writer--have entered a Wordsworthian “spot of  time,” a 
Kafkaesque “glance,” an Einsteinian “quantum moment.”  Something we all like to call: “being 
in the moment.”
Get Real and Get Writing
In other words, “things can start to happen with this piece,” as your writing teacher might say. 
This is the moment that every young (or let’s just say any) writer should be thrilled by, regardless 
of  how much more, or less, laconically, they have been praised.  What praise like that means is 
that here is a situation to develop and a perspective to be mined.  Writer’s gold.
It’s time, then, to get past all the daydreams of  Being a Writer--the most insidious form 
of  procrastination a writer faces, because it is so seductive and originates in the very place that 
stories rise from: the imagination. So sit down to the business of  writing, of  taking oneself, the 
story and its elements, seriously.  Put yourself  in your characters’ shoes, literally.   What kind of  
shoes do these people wear?  Do the quality, or lack of, the shoes have anything to do with which 
one of  them, if  any, should narrate? Or, would a Voice, not a Body, be the best narrator?  By 
putting yourself  in a possible narrator’s shoes and then taking them off, point of  view comes 
into question.  Narrator, point of  view.  Already, you have more than half  the job of  writing 
underway.  
The struggle will continue for quite some time and even beyond the end of  the story, 
since you may never be 100 per cent certain, no matter how you try, if  the “drafting” of  the 
story is ever really, really, complete.  But don’t let that bother you while you are writing.  It’s one 
of  those zen points of  creativity that will pertain long after you do.
Enter the Gendering
Of  the writer, the student, the teacher.  And, oh yes, the narrator. 
In hackneyed terms, the plot (so there IS one in this story!) thickens: the writer is female.  The 
narrator is male.  The teacher is female. The reader(s) are both, either, and/or.
Exit Gender
Twenty aught years of  experience teaching writing/fiction/writing and it is still often challenging 
to meld the physical identity of  myself  as a woman of  uncommonly conspicuous age with the 
si, bi, tri, multi-gendered hormonal confusion of  “the college writing years.”  In the earliest years 
of  all that gender questioning about language,  “writer” was argued by (almost) all to be a gender 
neutral appelation.  Perhaps the last of  its linguistic breed.  You can now insist on airline steward 
persons, mail persons, police persons, etc. But, “a writer person?” That’s redundant, isn’t it?. 
Men and women agreed to agree on this, since both sought an escape from the limits of  their 
own biology through their promethean struggle to ascend to the role of  Creator. For a while, 
neutrality of  an English noun became common ground for a truce in “the battle of  the sexes.” 
In fact and by necessity, a “can do” mentality predominated: If  you can; you do write.  If  you 
do, write.
And then . . . 
Notice how all the great chefs are historically male?  Well, all a woman has to do to write effectively 
is boil, toil and trouble.  After all, most great male writers weren’t men at all—sissies, dandies, 
heroin candies, if  lucky.  Either their mistresses wrote that chapter that finished the novel before 
the advance ran out, or the girls only had to play the Muse: sit fast to your seat and look good, 
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raise the kids that make “Me” The Writer.  Oh, and thanks, babe, for being a better man than I 
(you and Gunga Din, a “savage,” have a lot in common!)  Oh yeah, you bring home some of  the 
bread these days.  But you can’t make it fresh first thing Saturday morning without the help of  a 
“man-made” machine, can you? “Tired”, is it that what we shall we call thee, “Woman?”
If  all the above sounds a bit rushed, confused, a metaphor mixed word salad of  truth and 
history, it is because it reflects the particular dilemma of  women writing—especially in the 1960s 
and 1970s—to “find their own voice,” to strip away the masks and at the same time, like Isak 
Dinesen or Colette, to reveal only to remain hidden.  In the 1970s and 80s, particularly, young 
women writers were given another message of  double intention: tell all your truth, but keep your 
male-identified self  to yourself.  Or safely share it with another woman.
At the same time and throughout history, many women writers paid no mind at all to any 
of  these conflicts.  They wrote their masculinities as if  all creatures were benign and beleaugered 
rabbits, unruly “Jo’s Boys,” dying Archbishops, casketed scupltors, shell-shocked World War I 
suicides, and sympathetic bionic cadavers.  They are among us as Secretaries of  State, as Displaced 
Ex-Felons With TV Shows, as Early Retireree’s From the Supreme Court.
A contract, a living wage, some repute, it was all good. But, a vocal number of  women 
did mind.  Outrageously insulted that some thought “they” couldn’t write, or that “their” writing 
wasn’t as worthy, “they” secretly abdicated the throne of  Writer and instead rangled with Their 
Sisters over the Role of  the Author.
In short, they were the highly influential women, particular in the academy if  not in the 
creative writing classroom, who “just wrote books.”
Until a group of  Seven Sister College educated Post-Freudians entered the field as 
Writer/Teachers and decided that, “Mmmm, she writes in the masculine voice.  Either she is 
a lesbian trying to come out, or she has deeply repressed women-hating impulses disguised in 
the masculine voice.  Or, she’s just confused and needs our help.  Her male narrators are really 
women.”
Getting Personal about Writing Disengenderedly
A recognized post-Freudian feminist, one of  my professors, (a Seven Sister-er, in fact) not so 
obliquely tried—successfully, for a while—to convince me that I was a talented, misguided, 
poorly raised, probably parentally molested, motherless and very, very naïve “woman writer.” 
Why?  Because “that story” couldn’t possibly have actually come to me as “just a writer” in a 
man’s voice unless I was “very disturbed about my gender identity.”  If  I were more emotionally 
secure with my identity as a woman, it wouldn’t even cross my mind to write a man’s story for 
him. So, I must have been “faking” it.  It wasn’t really a son in relation to his parents and brother, 
it was a daughter in relation only to her father.  It wasn’t about teenage sexual anxiety, awakening, 
it was about the narrator’s sexual desire to possess both his son and daughter. Because their 
mother had lost desire for all of  them. And so on.  And so on.
For a while, these ideas were new, fascinating.  Compelling and maybe things I should 
think about.  Wow! I might be a more complex being than I thought!  Gosh, sex and gender 
might be something really, really deep, almost fathomless!!!  And, I might actually be only one of  
a kind!!  What writer doesn’t hope to be an original?
 So, I went back to rewriting that story more than I ever should have.  And to no good 
end.  The best rewrite I made of  it was the best rewrite most writers make of  any story—I 
realized it would be a much better story if  I just tore up the first page of  my draft.
I learned much about writing across gender by writing and “shopping” that story. 
Primarily, I learned that gender and writing are things that perhaps “only a woman writer,” or a 
05
woman writing teacher, needs to ignore.  Gender will enter the work, intentially or otherwise, at 
some point after the creation has been made.  But, to the young writer, I would say, unless you 
are writing propaganda or for an already set salary, forget about your gender as you write.  Easier 
said than done, I know.  If  you are a woman, you might have to forget about how damn hard 
cramps, or breastfeeding, or cultural expectations of  mildness are making your life.  If  you are 
male, I can only imagine.  But I bet you have to write fairly in spite of  all those “boners” you 
make, and even when your voice cracks and all you want to do is put on high heels and silken 
blouses and walk on greener grasses.
Writing disengenderly means you write your characters.  You are like Whoopie Goldberg’s 
character in “Ghost:” you encourage others to inhabit your body.  You become like St. Jerome, 
divinely inspired to inscribe.  Don’t look up, there’s a halo around your head that will disappear 
if  you see it.
What Every Writer Knows
“Male and female, I will create you.”
“If  you see the Narrator on the road, engage It in conversation.”
“Daughters, defy your Mothers.  Fathers, just get old enough to mumble things for your sons to 
make up lies about.”
“Paper and ink are cheap.  Immortality and distribution are hard to come by.”
Add your own to the endless list of  eternal truthes for writers.  But never forget to include this 
one: 
“Writer, disengender thyself.”
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